In the mimeticist inheritance, film as a form of art stands out as a language of time. Temporal coherence and congruity construct Ϫ in a schematized structure Ϫ a response to a reality and a production of an imaginary world. It would be misleading to evaluate the quality of vraisemblance in a worldreflecting schema and maintain mimesis as a single, fixed reading of art and aesthetics. Rather mimesis presents a quest for meaning, whether that meaning is the issue of discovery or invention, or Ϫ most plausibly Ϫ both. Alexander Sokurov's Russian Ark (Russkii kovcheg ( ( , 2002) is a universally g g acclaimed production that questions interpretations based on mimetic dogmas, transcends film genre boundaries and celebrates illusion, visions and dreams. It is a cinematic text that draws on the whole material fabric of culture, including its visual and musical artefacts.
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In the mimeticist inheritance, film as a form of art stands out as a language of time. Temporal coherence and congruity construct Ϫ in a schematized structure Ϫ a response to a reality and a production of an imaginary world. It would be misleading to evaluate the quality of vraisemblance in a worldreflecting schema and maintain mimesis as a single, fixed reading of art and aesthetics. Rather mimesis presents a quest for meaning, whether that meaning is the issue of discovery or invention, or Ϫ most plausibly Ϫ both. Alexander Sokurov's Russian Ark (Russkii kovcheg ( ( , 2002 ) is a universally g g acclaimed production that questions interpretations based on mimetic dogmas, transcends film genre boundaries and celebrates illusion, visions and dreams. It is a cinematic text that draws on the whole material fabric of culture, including its visual and musical artefacts.
This chapter has two principal, overlapping aims. The first is to analyse Sokurov's unique mode of filmmaking. The second is to revisit some notions of mimesis and realism, which I will re-evaluate in the order relevant to my examination of Russian Ark. An underlying concern of my entire analysis is to demonstrate a complex Ϫ and sometimes paradoxical Ϫ relationship between mimetic art and the possibilities put forward by new digital forms of film production. To achieve my aims, I locate the film in the Russian cinematic tradition and identify the film's relation to Russian history and art, which enables me to examine Russian Ark as Sokurov's tour de force that transcends traditional perceptions of time and space. I use the myth of Orpheus to discuss the film's narrative structure, its cultural emblems and Sokurov's construction of the gaze. I enhance my argument by referring to theories of realistic representation, most notably Auerbach's theory of mimesis and Bazin's concepts of the long take.
In fact Russian Ark was filmed as one continuous take lasting 87 minutes, in a total runtime of 99 minutes including credits, which was possible thanks to a specially designed digital camera.
1 The camera glides through innumerable rooms of the State Hermitage in St Petersburg, presenting numerous extras in the museum's opulent interiors; the virtuoso camera work 2 creates a sense of perpetual mobility as the movement through the museum traverses 300 years of Russian history. Sokurov's film is grandiose in terms of the time extent covered by the narrative, its staging, performance and thematic concerns. The chosen location, subject matter and miseen-scène allude to Sergei Eisenstein's October ( r Oktiabr ', 1927) , which features a scene, 'The Storming of the Winter Palace', based on Nikolai Evreinov's re-enactments, on Dvortsovaia Square in 1918 and subsequent years, of the scene (invented by him) of the taking of the palace, a mass spectacle that involved at least 8000 participants and attracted over 100,000 spectators. The allusion provides evidence of both October and r Russian Ark being inspired by theatre and presenting diluted versions of historical events, as a result in the former of the ideological necessities of the time and, in the latter, of the director's creative vision of Russia's past.
In Russia, Sokurov's film was premiered in St Petersburg in May 2003 as part of the festive celebrations of the city's 300th anniversary. Set entirely in the Hermitage museum, the film depicts modern Russia as a result of the revolutionary reforms introduced by Peter the Great (1672-1725), whereby the city he founded functions as a powerful symbol of Russia's conscious engagement with European thought, technology and artistic traditions. The film ends with the impressive scene of an aristocratic ball, after which the characters and the camera exit the museum. With this ending, the director says farewell to Europe in the year 1913 and signifies his detachment from the ensuing Russian history. Russian Ark presents the splendorous artefacts produced in or acquired by the Russian Empire before its demise and subsequent annihilation by Bolshevism in 1917. The Hermitage harbours vast collections of European, Russian and Asian art; however, Sokurov ignores the last collection, anchoring Russia's cultural identity within the European context. Thus, by letting the camera and the film's characters engage with the museum, the director excogitates over (Russian) history and the nature of time in relation to cultural objects, value and dialectics of vision.
After two days of preparation, the filming of Russian Ark took place on 23 December 2001, one of the shortest days in the year, with just over five hours of daylight. By choosing the time around the winter solstice as the temporal setting for his film, Sokurov suggests the transitory nature of the historical period brought into light and surrounded by the darkness of the pre-Petrine times and Soviet era. Most of the action takes place inside the museum: at times, when characters briefly leave the Hermitage, the camera captures the fading light of the Russian winter and collates it with the radiant lighting of the Winter Palace. The characters swiftly move from one room to another and from one historical period to a new one, with contemporary artists acting as figures from the Russian past, often distorting the chronology of historical events. Thus Sokurov explores and contrasts natural and artificial light, the exterior and interior of the museum, Western and Russian art, past and present, history and its reconstruction, the eternal
